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Not-So-Effective Altruism 


There’s a movement that seeks to pair the hardest-work¬ 
ing people with the low-hanging fruit, using money as a 
solvent. In other words, “Work to make a lot of money, 
live simply, donate money to the most effective char¬ 
ities.” I couldn’t even get close to doing that. 

The movement calls itself effective altruism. This little 
book gives a few ideas for what an effective altruist 
could do on their days off, those days on which in order 
to be effective on their workdays, they must be ineffec¬ 
tive, or, “not-so-effective”. 
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Picking Up Trash 


I’m lucky enough to be able to write all the time, but be¬ 
cause I write about what I care about, that means that I 
am potentially working at all times, thinking about what 
to write. A lot of the ways I pass time involve reading, 
and even other forms of art can get burned out to me. 

I need some way to take a break and be refreshed. But 
in general, having fun doesn’t work so well for me, and 
actually, when I’m stuck on my work, what I desire to 
do on a fleshly level is to work, and it can depress me 
not to be able to work. So I have to find some kind of 
work to do that is physical. The monks used to weave 
baskets. 

Some people find knitting, crocheting, or even weaving 
to be practical and enjoyable ways to move rhythmically 
and steadily. That’s a good model, but I’m not particu¬ 
larly dextrous. 

Living in the city, there isn’t as much to do physically 
that’s practical. But fortunately, in a way, there is trash 
on the street. So today I went out picking up trash. I 
wore a nitrile glove on my right hand and held a bag 
with my left. I bent over and picked up trash by hand. 

I was near a high school when it let out. High schoolers 
walked past me and I did not live in their world. It was 
just me and the trash. 

I’m sure it was high schoolers who did some of the litter¬ 
ing in the area. I didn’t feel any desire to set an exam¬ 
ple for them by picking up trash in their presence. Nor 
did I resent whoever it was, whether them or someone 
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else, who left the trash. It was not my intention to 
make a beautiful trash-free world. I’m not even really 
offended by there being trash on the street. It’s slightly 
nicer when it’s not there, that’s all. 

It’s a good thing I’m not too emotionally invested in the 
state of things, because I’m sure in a week, the trash will 
be back. As long as I still have energy and time and a 
need to take a break, I’ll keep going out to pick up trash, 
and nothing will discourage me. 

I think I’ll pick a different time of day, or a different 
place, to avoid the high schoolers. There are all kinds of 
interesting places to pick up trash in my city. 

This reminds me of the idea of redemptive nihilism. Ni¬ 
hilism, at its most extreme, is where you find that there 
is no value in anything. There is no good and bad, no 
truth, no purpose. Everything is meaningless and ab¬ 
surd. Redemptive nihilism says that because everything 
is meaningless and absurd, go out and pick up trash. Or 
go out and do something nice for someone you love. Or 
if you don’t feel any love toward anyone because you’re 
that nihilistic, then do something useful for someone out 
of pure meaninglessness. I wouldn’t say that you should 
do a good thing because it’s the right thing to do. Just 
do it, because why not? 

In order to value things in themselves, can you value 
them because they make you feel good? No, then you’re 
valuing feeling good. Can you value them because they 
give you meaning? No, because then you’re valuing the 
meaning they give you. Can you value them because 
they’re objectively good? This might work, but not if 
you derive satisfaction from being right about what ob¬ 
jective reality is. No, the only way you have to value 
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something in itself, other than your feelings of reward, 
that I can see, is pointlessly, aridly, painfully, meaning- 
lessly. So, nihilists and those in dissatisfying relation¬ 
ships, “consider it joy” — though you can only consider it 
so. 


I’m sure there are better things that I could be doing 
with my time, in theory, than picking up trash. I look 
at picking up trash as exercise and relief from my fre¬ 
quent thinking. (Half-relief from thinking, at least, since 
I still thought while I worked, about half as fast.) I 
don’t have a lot of interests that are outside my writing, 
and actually, picking up trash relates, since it is a con¬ 
structive action that I can write about, which helps me 
to come back to doing what is of higher value. Work is 
something I can be interested in, while so far I’ve filled 
up or burned out on most of the forms of recreation. 

If you want to be effective with your time, it could be 
good to find constructive things you enjoy doing, and do 
them as your rest. If they don’t end up being restful, 
find other things to do. 

I can imagine a kind of funny future where intense, al¬ 
truistic people go out on weekday evenings and Saturday 
mornings to pick up trash, and high schoolers deliber¬ 
ately litter so that there will be enough trash for the 
serious, altruistic people to find. 
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Letters to Representatives 


Voting is reputed to be of low effectiveness. If I vote, 
will I change anything? The odds are very low, even in 
a local election. It’s true that millions of votes together 
can be effective, but I have only one, and for some rea¬ 
son, I often make decisions as though I’m all alone. 

Writing to (or calling) a politician is probably a bit more 
effective, but because a single vote is so ineffective, if a 
single letter were to be 10 or 100 times more effective, it 
might still not be very effective. 

So it might seem like a waste of time to write letters to 
representatives. But I think that though it may be a 
waste of time relative to some things we might do, if we 
find it a welcome break from our normal duties, or if it 
can be sociable in an enjoyable way, then it might be a 
better way to “waste” time than some other way. 

I’ve never written such a letter socially, but I can imag¬ 
ine gathering in some conducive place, maybe a living 
room or a cafe, and getting out writing materials or lap¬ 
tops, and discussing or not discussing specifically what 
we write about, making suggestions informally and spon¬ 
taneously, or refraining from making suggestions, and 
talking about unrelated things. Some people might draft 
their letters, while others might hand-write what they 
had already drafted, perhaps also address and stamp the 
final product. 



A letter I might send: 


The role of government officials is officially to 
enforce the will of the people. However, government offi¬ 
cials are also prominent people in their communities with 
informal access to other prominent people in their com¬ 
munities. Government officials, in this capacity, can en¬ 
courage, rather than enforce. 

The coercive power of the state is oppressive, to 
some, but it seems to be necessary in some way, to have 
been instituted in order to solve some kind of problem or 
set of problems. If we believe deeply enough, we can 
voluntarily work to solve these problems so that the gov¬ 
ernment no longer has a reason to be as powerful as it is. 

To this end, I suggest that you might consider 
two practical policies of encouragement: to encourage 
wealthy constituents to give up their Social Security ben¬ 
efits, and for all of your constituents to work on improv¬ 
ing the social health of San Diego County. 

Social Security was intended as a safety net to 
keep people out of poverty. Certainly anyone who has 
paid into the system deserves to get something out. But 
people can choose to give up some of their entitlements, 
if they are far from being poor. They could choose to 
give up their Social Security benefits so that the system 
is not underfunded in the future, and so that it does not 
become necessary to raise taxes as much for Social Secur¬ 
ity’s sake. 

More important is your possible role in promot¬ 
ing social health. By “social health” I mean the quality 
of the relationships between constituents, as they form a 
fabric of relationships. I’ll tell a true story: a friend of 
mine was poor and had drug addiction in her past. Dur¬ 
ing the time that I knew her, she lived in your district, 
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some of the time. She moved a lot because of roommate 
issues and the lack of money she had to find a place to 
live, living on SSL Sometimes she had to live with peo¬ 
ple who did drugs, some of them people from her past. 
She went to visit friends in LA, and a friend (such as he 
was) gave her drugs, and she overdosed and died. 

There are many things that could have helped 
her, but I think the best would have been for her to have 
known people who were better for her. The people she 
felt comfortable with tended to be drug users, and the 
people with their acts together tended to judge her or 
have their own issues, a different slate than those of a 
drug addict, but still ultimately things that made them 
untrustworthy to her. 

There seems to be two strands to this problem: 
not enough trustworthy people, and not enough connec¬ 
tion between people. We learn to become trustworthy 
by relating to people and by taking life seriously and re¬ 
flecting on it. As a representative, you have access to 
leaders of organizations, and the ability to call them to 
call their people to deeper relationships with each other 
and with people outside their organizations. 

I can imagine that something like this could low¬ 
er dependence on government welfare and reduce crime 
and homelessness. Additionally, even if the government 
could afford to provide everyone generous welfare, and 
become so effective in punishing crime that no one dared 
commit one, life is impoverished without deep connection 
between people, and this is something the government 
can’t directly solve using coercive means such as taxa¬ 
tion and policing, nor compelling means such as giving 
money. A friendship is between people who want to be 
friends, so this must be worked on in the voluntary 
realm. 
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Parties 


Given the foregoing, it becomes apparent that parties 
can be a form of not-so-effective altruism. 

What can I add to the vast literature of parties? What 
do I know about how to throw a party that is not al¬ 
ready commonly known? 

I can suggest that a party be made up of trustworthy 
people who have a kind of intuitive commonality. Then, 
people can be invited who are a little bit on the edge of 
that commonality, or who need to be around trustwor¬ 
thy people, and some of them might be a little bit on the 
edge of trustworthiness, while still being trustworthy. 
Maybe I am saying what is already known. I might only 
be suggesting that people be more generous in their so¬ 
cializing than ordinarily, but only a little bit more gener¬ 
ous. 

I can suggest that people talk amongst themselves freely 
at parties. But I can also suggest that people engage in 
fun party activities. Such as, reading the scripts aloud, 
each to a part, of movies and plays of great significance, 
such as Hamlet, Primer, and The Little Mermaid. I can 
suggest that people play Calvinball, or Calvincards if in¬ 
side. I can suggest jigsaw puzzles. I can suggest that 
people, if outside, can set a ball in the air and volley it 
as many times as they can before it hits the ground. 

Before deep connection, there often comes shallow con¬ 
nection. So be it, I suppose. 
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